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and their embarkation at New York, were a riddle to
Washington. He was in doubt to what quarter they
might steer, or in what direction he should march. Still,
on weighing probabilities carefully and shrewdly, he con-
tinued to make Philadelphia his principal care. At length
news reached him that the British fleet had been seen off
the Capes of the Delaware; upon which, without delay,
he moved his troops to Germantown, himself proceeding
for a few days to the seat of Congress. During this in-
terval of suspense the spirits of the Americans were
raised by a slight but well-planned enterprise in another
quarter. General Prescott, who commanded the British
forces in Rhode Island, had taken up his quarters at a
house about five miles from Newport, and one from the
water-side. In this secluded situation, and at the dead
of night, he was surprised in bed by a band of forty
Rhode Island volunteers, was hurried on board their
boats, without allowing him time to put on his clothes,
and was successfully borne away a prisoner; thus affording
the Americans the means of exchanging an officer of equal
rank for General Lee. With so much silence and so much
skill was this enterprise conducted, that neither the British
sloops of war in the bay, nor yet the General's guard,
stationed only two hundred yards from the house in which
he slept, were alarmed.

At the Capes of Delaware the British chiefs received
exaggerated reports as to the American defences up that
river, and were induced once more to change their plans.
Steering to the southward, and sailing round a vast ex-
tent of country, they entered the Chesapeak, and ascended
the stream to the Head of Elk. There, on the 25th of
August, the troops were set on shore. In numbers they
were about 14,000*, about 8,000 more having been left
behind at New York under the charge of General, now
Sir Henry, Clinton. There is scarce any folly for which
some arguments may not be found; but it must be owned
that the conduct of Howe on this occasion seems at first
sight wholly unaccountable. In the spring his troops
had stood in array at Brunswick. He had now, by the
circuit of many hundred miles, and the delay of many

* Sir William Howe's Karrative, &c., p, 23. ed. 1780.